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Abstract
In order to implement training reform the Queensland Government, has 
committed substantial funding towards the professional development 
of VET teachers. This report reviews current literature and government 
reports relating to the effectiveness of professional development practices 
to achieve sustained changes to the classroom practices of teachers. A 
number of barriers and problems exist that prevent or limit VET teachers 
from engaging in professional development. An examination of these 
issues leads to the recommendation that organisations must develop a 
professional learning culture if they are to improve the quality of professional 
development and its outcomes.
The only thing that many teachers gain from most professional development experiences 
is the nice morning tea and a chat with colleagues. The notion that teachers can be 
taken out of a classroom for a day or two, ‘sold’ an innovation, a new teaching strategy 
or a new technology, and then sent back to the classroom and be expected to change 
their teaching practices is unrealistic. Research has indicated that this is not an effective 
approach to bring about change in practices (Gold & Powe, 2001; Knight, 2002, Boyle, 
While & Boyle, 2004). 
The heart of every educational reform involves changing the classroom practices 
of teachers and improving the outcomes for students (Guskey, 1986). The recently 
released Queensland Skills Plan is no different. The goal of the Queensland Skills Plan 
is to implement a flexible and innovative education and training system (Department of 
Employment and Training, 2006). It proposes some major changes to the classroom 
practices of Vocational Education and Training (VET) teachers. In implementing the 
Queensland Skills Plan, we must avoid the temptation of throwing money at ‘one-off’ 
professional development events in a futile attempt to affect change in the classroom 
practices of teachers.
Researchers, administrators and those charged with putting together professional 
development programs need to realise that teachers are in a powerful position as 
‘gatekeepers’ of educational innovations (Cuban, 2001; Luehmann, 2002; Ward, 
Robinson & Parr, 2003). It is teachers who decide whether a particular innovation has 
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merit and will be implemented in their classroom. Therefore, it is important that those 
charged with implementing educational reforms have an understanding of the process 
and motivation for teacher change.
This paper draws on a broad range of literature and government reports related to 
professional development in education and building staff capabilities in the Australian VET 
sector. It provides an overview of current VET professional development practices and 
examines the barriers unique to the VET sector that prevent teachers from participating 
in professional development. It explores the key factors that make professional 
development more effective and the conditions that must be present in an organisation 
to affect real changes in the classroom. The paper proposes a fundamental shift from 
a focus on professional development to the development of a continuous professional 
learning culture within VET. If the Queensland Skills Plan is to become more than just a 
nice idea, it is vital that the professional learning planned for teachers is relevant, effective 
and viewed as a strategic activity for implementing change and innovation.
For the purposes of this paper, professional development events refer to workshops, 
conferences and lectures. Professional learning is defined as the continuous formal and 
informal learning activities undertaken by teachers to enhance their skills and knowledge 
for teaching their area of expertise. Pedagogical practices refer to the strategies that 
teachers use to facilitate learning in the classroom.
Current state of VET professional development
The Commonwealth Government’s drive for a national standardised delivery of VET 
programs gave rise to the Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) (Department 
of Education, Science and Training, 2005b). Compliance with the AQTF standards 
and the passing of AQTF audits is required by government and private VET providers. 
The implications of not meeting compliance obligations are serious and can result in 
the suspension or cancellation of a VET provider’s registration to deliver programs. As 
a result, a primary focus of professional development in the VET sector is compliance 
training. This compliance training is given priority, often at the exclusion of all other 
forms of professional development including the updating of industry knowledge and 
development of pedagogical and technological skills (Harris, Simons, Hill, Smith, Pearce, 
Blakeley, Choy & Snewin, 2001). This narrow focus on compliance training is a real issue 
when attempting to improve the quality of teaching and learning.
The Certificate IV in Training and Assessment has become the primary qualification 
required for teaching in VET in Queensland. This qualification focuses on compliance and 
meeting the AQTF requirements. It does not focus on teaching, curriculum design, and 
pedagogical skills. Unlike the primary and secondary education sectors, the majority of 
teachers who enter the VET sector do so without any university qualifications in teaching. 
Currency of industry skills and knowledge is more highly valued by accreditation bodies 
and VET employers than teaching skills. There is a general acceptance that teaching 
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expertise can somehow be developed on the job (Simons & Harris, 2001).
An Australian study conducted by Harris et al. (2001) into the changing role of teachers 
and trainers in the VET sector, and a subsequent Queensland report by Callan (2006) 
to identify a set of core capabilities required for all staff working in TAFE Queensland, 
identified the major challenges facing VET teachers. These challenges are:
• Operating in a competitive environment;
• Keeping current with VET program and delivery changes;
• Implementing programs with flexible delivery;
• Understanding and working with training packages;
• Using technology.
Scholfield and McDonald (2004) emphasised the need to focus on building the capacity 
of teachers instead of a strict focus on compliance training. Yet, two of the five major 
challenges identified by Harris et al. (2001) and Callan (2006) are related to compliance 
issues.
The report by Harris et al. (2001) paints a bleak picture of the capacity of VET teachers 
to meet the significant challenges that face the sector. Stakeholders interviewed in the 
research believed that only half of the current teachers had the necessary attitudes, 
knowledge and skills to improve the quality of VET education. This has significant 
implications for professional development, particularly when considered in conjunction 
with the aging population of teachers in this sector. Forward (2005) reported that 61% 
of VET teachers in 2001 were aged 45 years or over. This is an increase from 48% in 
1998. As older teachers begin to retire, the VET sector is increasingly going to lose skills 
and expertise. Professional development that allows older VET teachers to share their 
knowledge and expertise with younger teachers is critical to insure against a loss of 
expertise in the VET sector.
Clearly, professional development must play an important role in meeting the challenges 
that lie ahead for VET teachers. The Queensland Skills Plan (2006) acknowledges that 
“training can only be as successful as the people who develop and deliver the training 
course” (p. 15) and, as such, is set to invest significant money in developing the whole 
teacher rather than a narrow focus on compliance.
Barriers to teacher professional development
The Queensland industrial award for permanent and contract teachers provides for 10 
days annual professional development for permanent and contract teachers (Department 
of Employment and Industrial Relations, 2003), yet surprisingly many teachers are not 
taking their entitlement. Australian reports (e.g., Callan, 2006; Harris et al., 2001; Simons 
& Harris, 2001) examining professional development in the VET sector have identified five 
barriers that prevent or limit the amount of professional development teachers undertake:
>
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• Access to professional development;




Access to professional development: The VET sector is built on a highly casualised 
workforce (Dickie et al., 2004; Harris et al., 2001; Stehlik, 2003). Casual teachers in 
TAFE, according to the industrial award, are not entitled to professional development 
funded by Institutes. In order for casual teachers to participate in professional 
development events they must organise and self-fund the cost of professional 
development, and undertake the training in their own time (Harris et al., 2001). For these 
teachers to attend training programs, many must sacrifice their wages as they cannot 
earn income whilst attending these courses. This is a significant barrier to engaging in 
professional development for the majority of casual staff who must carefully evaluate the 
worth of each professional development event.
Cost of professional development: The high cost of professional development events 
and the associated costs of replacing a teacher while they are attending professional 
development programs stretch the limited budgets for professional development. 
Therefore, professional development is not usually adequately funded by the VET sector.
Organisational culture: Callan (2006) found that there was a “lack of motivation among 
some teachers to participate in professional development due to their low levels of 
morale, high levels of organisational cynicism, and beliefs that they have nothing further 
to learn” (p. 18). Lack of support and encouragement by management for professional 
development, especially informal professional development, is also seen as a barrier for 
teachers.
Geographical barriers: Most professional development events are conducted in 
capital cities or in major centres. This geographical barrier makes it difficult for teachers in 
remote centres to get access to professional development. The costs involved in travel 
and accommodation add an even larger burden to the limited funds available for training.
Teacher workloads: Skill shortages in Australia mean that VET teachers are under 
increasing pressure to deliver training to more students in shorter periods of time 
(Department of Education and Training, 2006). Employment opportunities also result 
in teachers opting to return to industry, placing increased demands on the remaining 
teachers to teach more classes. Harris et al. (2001) report that increased workloads 
is the most critical factor in preventing teachers from undertaking professional 
development. VET teachers who undertake professional development must attend in 
their own time or organise their own replacement. The effort required by teachers to 
attend professional development events makes them question the value of the training.
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Teachers play a major role in the implementation of any educational reform and 
professional development for teachers is viewed as the most effective way of 
implementing top-down changes within the VET sector. Unless the barriers that block 
teachers from participating in professional development programs are lifted, we cannot 
hope to improve the quality of VET education in Australia.
The importance of professional development for VET 
teachers
The role of VET teachers is under attack from a constant barrage of changes and 
educational reforms that shows no signs of abating. Over the past decade VET reforms 
have resulted from significant changes in government policies, as well as changes in 
the nature and expectations of students. Factors of importance include the opening up 
of the VET training sector to competition; the introduction of a national VET curriculum; 
demands by students and employers for more flexible and faster delivery of training; 
new means of communication and global competition being driven through technology. 
These have all affected the work performed by VET teachers and are outlined in Figure 1.
Figure 1: Changes impacting on VET teachers
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• Increased Competition
• Open training market
• Demand rather than 
supply market
• Greater accountability
• National Training System
• Competency based 
training and assessment








• Demands for training to 
be delivered faster
• Demand for dual 
qualifications
• Threat of global 
competition 
• Half-life of knowledge 
and constant need to 
update knowledge  
and skills
• New mediums for 
delivery of education
• Drive for 24/7 access  
to learning
• New forms of 
communication




Against the backdrop of all these changes, effective professional development is 
seen as a mechanism for helping teachers to keep pace with change (Guskey, 1986; 
Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2003; Knight, 2002; Queensland Skills Plan, 2006). 
In an era of change and rapid obsolescence of knowledge it becomes clear that initial 
teaching training, industry knowledge and skills have a short shelf life (Doring, 2002; 
Knight, 2002). As noted by Sparkes and Hirsh (1999; cited in Gold & Powe, 2001), “We 
cannot expect teachers to teach what they don’t know, nor to use yesterday’s training 
to prepare today’s students for tomorrow’s future.” (p. 4). Ongoing effective professional 
development must be given a priority by administrators if teachers are to meet the 
demands of a constantly changing world. The question remains whether current 
approaches to professional development are effective in making sustainable changes to 
the classroom practices of teachers.
What is wrong with current approaches to professional 
development?
Current approaches to professional development usually consist of ‘one-off’ workshops, 
seminars or lectures conducted over a period of a couple of hours or perhaps days. 
These professional development events are often conducted by outside ‘experts’ who 
are often far removed from the classroom and who have no knowledge of the local 
conditions present within an organisation (Richardson, 1990). Professional development 
events of this nature have come under criticism for a number of reasons.
The first criticism is that the ‘one size’ and ‘one pace fits all’ approach to professional 
development fails to acknowledge teachers as adult learners. Teachers arrive at 
professional development events with a vast array of prior experiences, skills and 
knowledge. Yet, rarely is there any attempt to draw on this expertise or to customise 
the professional development to meet the specific learning needs or styles of teachers. 
In the majority of cases, teachers at these events are passive recipients of knowledge. 
However, this approach is in conflict with the research conducted by Ingvarson et al. 
(2003) who found it was vitally important for teachers to be actively engaged in their 
learning. Furthermore, Rogers (2001) and Gold and Powe (2001) suggest that a ‘one-
pace fits all’ approach is not an effective way for adults to learn.  In spite of all the 
research into effective student learning, professional development practitioners continue 
to use antiquated teaching methods for teacher development. Clearly, this type of 
approach to professional development is unable to sustain the development of VET 
teachers in the 21st century. 
The second criticism is the reliance on professional development events. Informal types 
of professional development, such as self-directed learning, collegial collaboration, 
mentoring and learning communities are not recognised as acceptable professional 
development models (Knight, 2002). This is in contrast with research conducted in the 
United States and emerging trends in the United Kingdom that shows job-embedded 
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collaborative professional development is significantly superior to traditional professional 
development events (Boyle, White & Boyle, 2004). Until more research is conducted 
into the effectiveness of ‘informal’ professional development activities, the attitudes of 
administrators are unlikely to change.
Increasingly, current approaches to professional development are being criticised 
for their failure to significantly transform the classroom practices of teachers. Meyer 
(1988; cited in Richardson, 1998) estimated that only 15% of teachers implement what 
they have learned through attending professional development events. This leaves a 
staggering 85% of teachers attending professional development events being unaffected 
by the experience or implementing any changes in practice. The question remains, if 
this approach to professional development has such limited impact on the classroom 
practices of teachers, why do we still persist in using ‘one-off’ professional development 
events as the primary means of professional development for teachers?
The current approach to evaluating the effectiveness of professional development 
usually involves the completion of a participant evaluation form at the conclusion of 
the professional development event. This type of evaluation provides only superficial 
feedback from participants and does not evaluate the extent to which the professional 
development event has impacted on the practices of teachers (Wilson & Berne, 1999). 
In-depth and longer term empirical research is needed to improve the effectiveness of 
professional development programs in the VET sector.
Lack of adequate time is yet another criticism of professional development in the VET 
sector. In their longitudinal study of primary and secondary teachers across England, 
Boyle et al. (2004) found that not enough time was allocated to ensure that knowledge 
and skills gained through professional development are consolidated, implemented 
and shared with others.  Richardson (1990) also identified the critical importance of 
teachers needing time to experiment and reflect on the knowledge and skills gained at 
professional development events. Anecdotal evidence recently collected from teachers 
at Southbank Institute of Technology also indicates that lack of time to experiment is a 
major barrier to changing classroom practices.
Current approaches to professional development are further criticised because of a lack 
of follow-up support for teachers after the professional development event. Ingvarson et 
al. (2005) found in their evaluation of professional development programs for teachers 
that effective professional development provides ‘at the elbow support’ for teachers 
during the critical implementation phase of change.
With all of these criticisms. it is widely accepted that the current approaches to 
professional development are ineffective in making sustainable changes to the 
classroom practices of teachers (Gold & Powe, 2001; Guskey, 1986; Knight, 2002; 
Wilson & Berne, 1999). Guskey (1986) argued that this is primarily due to the failure to 
recognise two key factors - the level of motivation for teachers to engage in professional 
development and the process of teacher change.
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The motivation for teachers to attend professional development events varies significantly 
depending on whether professional development is imposed or whether teachers 
attend voluntarily. Harris et al. (2001) found that teachers in the VET sector attend 
professional development events often at their own expense and in their own time in 
order to enhance their long-term job prospects and to remain current with changes in 
their discipline, industry and teaching knowledge.  Research conducted by Guskey 
(1986, 2002) found that the main reason teachers attend professional development is 
that training is viewed as a vehicle for becoming a better teacher and improving student 
outcomes.
An understanding of the motivation of teachers to attend professional development can 
be used as leverage to enhance the overall effectiveness of professional development 
programs. Professional development programs should build upon teachers’ existing 
motivations and be made relevant to meeting the specific learning needs of individuals.
Teachers and change
In general, there is a lack of understanding of the process of teacher change. There is a 
widespread perception in education that teachers are reluctant to change. Richardson 
(1998) suggests that teachers resist change that is mandated or imposed upon them, 
usually by people who are very removed from the realities of the classroom.
Research indicates that teacher change happens voluntarily over a period of time 
(Guskey, 2002; Knight, 2001; Richardson, 1998). Knight (2001) reported that the 
changes teachers make are incremental and tend to be minor adjustments to their 
practices rather than wholesale changes.  However, it must be realised that over time, 
the multiplying effect of these small changes will result in significant changes to the 
classroom practices of teachers. An understanding of the incremental nature of teacher 
change identifies why current approaches to professional development do not show 
immediate significant changes to the classroom practices of teachers.
Professional development activities traditionally try to initiate change in the beliefs and 
attitudes of teachers towards an innovation. This model is based on the premise that if 
a teacher can see the value of the innovation, how it will change student outcomes, or 
make their job easier, then they will adopt the new practice in the classroom (Figure 2).











Guskey (2002) proposed a different model of teacher change. In this model, it is the 
actual experience of successfully implementing an innovation resulting in improved 
student outcomes that changes the beliefs and attitudes of teachers towards an 
innovation, and this change consequently results in a change to classroom practices 
(Figure 3).
Figure 3: A model of teacher change (Guskey, 2002, p. 383).
This model of teacher change is seen as developmental and based on experiences 
in the classroom.  Guskey’s model of teacher change would appear to highlight the 
critical importance of providing support to teachers during the implementation stage of 
an innovation. Research indicates that teachers reflect and evaluate the effectiveness 
of new approaches and quickly make a decision whether to adopt new practices 
dependent on whether they see immediate benefit to student outcomes (Guskey, 1986; 
Knight, 2002; Richardson, 1990, 1998). 
Understanding the motivation of teachers to attend professional development and 
the process of teacher change can help organisers and developers of professional 
development for VET teachers make professional development more effective.
Seven principles for effective professional development
The aim of professional development is to affect changes in the classroom practices 
of teachers.  Clearly, there are a number of barriers and shortcomings of current 
approaches to professional development in the VET sector. What can we do to make 
professional development more effective? An examination of current literature identifies 
seven features of effective professional development.
Institutional Support
Institutional support for professional development is critical. Without leadership and 
commitment from the top, the structural and cultural changes needed to transform 
current approaches to professional development in the VET sector will fail to eventuate. 
Institute leaders must demonstrate that they value continuing education for everyone 
within the organisation, including themselves, by providing incentives such as the 
provision of time and funding to develop staff capabilities (Gold & Powe, 2001; 
Richardson, 1990).
Professional development can be viewed as a strategic activity. A planned and 














corporate world, is needed. Wilson and Berne (1999) suggest that teachers need to 
own and control their professional development. Gold and Powe (2001), in contrast, 
advocate that professional development should no longer be an individual responsibility 
but rather a joint responsibility between an institution and the teacher. Guskey (2000) 
supports the view that teachers need to have input into the planning and development of 
their learning.
Continuous professional learning
If long-term sustainable change to the classroom practices of teachers is the aim, 
then the most significant factor in achieving this aim is the need for learning to be 
continuous. Teachers themselves must become lifelong learners, where the process 
of continuous learning over the course of their career is embedded into their role as a 
teacher (Doring, 2002; Gold & Powe, 2001; Salpeter & Bray, 2003). Boyle et al. (2004) 
found in their study of schools in the United Kingdom that if professional development 
had a substantial number of contact hours and was sustained over a period of time, 
then it had a stronger impact on teaching than one-off professional development events. 
Teachers cannot be expected to squeeze professional learning around all of their other 
duties.  Institutions need to provide adequate learning time to facilitate engagement in 
professional development activities.
Related to the classroom
Opportunities for teachers to share ideas and classroom experiences with colleagues 
is what teachers like most about attending professional development events (Guskey, 
1986). Teachers need to see ‘real-world’ examples of classroom practice as well as 
have the opportunity to work on ‘hands-on’ activities and projects that they can take 
directly from the training course and use in their classroom.
Individualised learning
Effective professional development needs to be learner-centred. The ‘one size fits 
all’ approach to professional development is not effective in meeting the needs of 
all participants (Gold & Powe, 2001). McRitchie (2003) found that when training is 
customised it is more productive. Empowering teachers to be involved in the planning 
of their professional learning provides scope for learning to be truly individualised. 
Unstructured time for reflection and self-directed learning opportunities are important 
aspects of individualising training.
Follow-up support
It is essential that teachers be provided with follow-up support after attending 
professional development. Few teachers can move directly from a professional 
development event to the classroom and implement with success (Guskey, 1986). 
Salpeter and Bray (2003) have found that regular visits to the classroom following 
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professional development events provide the support that teachers need to translate 
what they have learned into practice. Gold and Powe (2001) in their research found that 
when follow-up occurred, 50% of participants tried to use what they learned at training, 
with a third of participants reporting that they actually implemented changes. Follow-
ups provide opportunities to reinforce new knowledge and skills and build teachers’ 
confidence to make changes. Failure to provide follow-up support results in a loss of the 
momentum to implement changes in practices.
Mentoring
Changing classroom practice is greatly enhanced with the support of a mentor to 
guide, discuss and advise how changes can be implemented. Guskey (1986, 2002) 
emphasised the importance of teachers knowing that they have assistance readily 
available if problems arise or unexpected results or difficulties occur. Coaching, personal 
hands-on support and feedback on classroom practice has long been recognised as a 
vital requirement for professional development programs (Ingvarson et al., 2003).
Collegiality
Teaching, by its very nature, is traditionally a very isolating activity that normally takes 
place behind a closed door. Doring (2002) suggests that the interaction between 
teachers is an important form of learning for professionals. Subject departments are 
a prime site for professional development. Through informal interactions, teachers 
can share their knowledge, experiences and strategies with others (Knight, 2002). 
The challenge for institutes is to change the structure of the organisation to provide 
opportunities for teachers to collaboratively work and learn together. 
Ideally, all of the above elements should be present for effective professional 
development.
The way forward: Creating a professional learning 
culture in VET
With the competitiveness of the global economy and information era we can no longer 
continue to use last century’s approaches to professional development. Change in 
the nature of education is inevitable and the pace of change is unlikely to diminish. In 
order for teachers to keep pace with change, an entire cultural revolution is needed 
in the way VET organisations are structured and in the attitudes of teachers and 
administrators towards professional development. We need to borrow some ideas from 
the corporate world and begin investing in the planned, proactive, continual development 
of teachers over the course of their careers. A change in focus needs to be made from 
a professional development culture to a professional learning culture where continuous 
learning becomes integrated into the role of the teacher. A deeper analysis of how 




The pace of change and the increasingly unpredictable and dynamic training market 
is driving the need for a shift in focus from a training culture to a learning culture. Many 
organisations are beginning to recognise that in order to remain competitive in the 21st 
century their competitive edge lies with the intellectual capital of their staff. In order for the 
VET sector to move forward it is proposed that VET organisations embrace and value a 
professional learning culture as a means of developing staff capabilities.
A professional learning culture is built upon the seven principles of effective professional 
development discussed in the previous section. A position is proposed that views 
professional development events as only one of an extensive range of formal and 
informal strategies for developing the capacities of staff. Learning in a professional 
learning culture is viewed as a continuous process, not an event. Teachers in such 
an environment are actively engaged in their learning and the construction of new 
knowledge; this learning culture is diffuse across the organisation. Collegial collaboration, 
networking and problem solving are encouraged and fostered by effective leadership. 
Learning is integral to the role of the teacher and is viewed as a natural extension to their 
work, so that the lines between work and teachers’ own learning are blurred.
The nature of a professional learning culture represents a move away from a sole 
reliance on professional development events but opens up opportunities for more 
informal, but planned, forms of professional development such as observations of other 
teachers’ classrooms, shared learning forums, ongoing collegial collaboration, planning 
for self-directed learning, formation of networks and learning communities.
The transformation from a professional development culture to a professional learning 
culture would represent a cultural shift for VET organisations. Such a transformation, like 
the process of teacher change, may evolve incrementally, but evolve it must.
Footnote
Based on this literature review, funding for a pilot professional development program at Southbank 
Institute of Technology in 2007 has been granted by Institute management. The program will enable 16 
teachers across the institute to be released for one day per week from their teaching duties in Semester 
1, 2007 to develop their eLearning capacity. The program has been developed based on the seven 
elements for effective professional development. Depending on the effectiveness and sustainability of 
changes to the practices of teachers and support of institute management, this could be the start of a 
professional learning culture at Southbank Institute of Technology.
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